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American generosity surprises
Japanese student

Thousands of miles
from her home at
ground zero of the
‘earthquake and tsu-
nami, Wakana’s host
family provides aid
and comfort.

By Marcia Meredith

This past school year, Wakana Yo-
shida was a 16-year-old foreign ex-
change student from Fukushima, Ja-
pan. Under ordinary circumstances,
that would be fairly unremarkable.
Exchange students and programs,
particularly from the Far East, are
nearly routine in area high schools.

But On March 11, she was in class
at North Meck High School when
she learned that a 9.0 magnitude
earthquake, tsunami and nuclear
crisis left her hometown in ruins.

On a classroom television, she
and her peers watched terrifying
news reports about the resulting

devastation. Fukushima, home to
her parents, friends and two beloved
cats, was ground zero for one of the
world’s worst natural disasters.

A huddle of supporters surround-
ed Yoshida. Her host family “sister;’
Michele Salpietra, left a nearby
classroom to be by her side. A caring
teacher loaned Yoshida a long dis-
tance calling card so she could con-
nect to aloved one in Japan.

“Tt was really scary; recalls Yoshi-
da. “I called, e-mailed and sent text
messages to my parents and friends,
but no one answered.” Her attempts
at communications on Skype and
Facebook also went unanswered.

Yoshida had not been home since
August 2010. She came to America
as a participant of Rotary Interna-
tionals Youth Exchange program.
The Rotary Club of Lake Norman-
Huntersville is her local sponsor.
Stephanie Bradley, Yoshida’s coun-
selor and mentor from the local
chapter, also saw media stories about
the catastrophic wreckage and wide-
sprear! lose of Tife that occurred on
the island nation,

“When I saw the news, I froze,’
said Bradley, a 34-year-old Cornelius
resident. “T left work early so I could
be there for Wakana. I could not let
her be alone,”

Yoshida was dismissed from
school early so she could continue
attempts to reach her family from
the Salpietra’s
residence, her
Huntersville host
family. =~ Added
| Bradley, “All we
could do is pray
and make Waka-
na feel safe”

Information
began to slowly
trickle in, mostly
about her friends
but not her family. After an agoniz-
ing, 24-hour wait, a communica-
tion from her parents finally arrived.
Via e-mail, Yoshida’s mother wrote,
“Our house is okay. But everything is
broken. School is broken. Roads are
broken. We are scared.”

She also learned that her cats,
Chocolate and Cookie, survived.
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